
Thirty
Ideas 

30
Days.

i
n

OurChildren,OurSchools,OurFuture: 
ACall forCollaboration andAction
Presented by: 
Tom Watkins, Superintendent of Public Instruction
Michigan Department of Education

Dedicated to:
Michigan’s children, our teachers, and all who help 
teachers teach and children learn.



Dear Citizens of Michigan

After 30 days on the job as Michigan’s Superintendent of Public Instruction, three

basic truths have become clear to me. First, great things are happening in public schools

every day thanks to the dedication and commitment of educators. Second, the world is

changing in dramatic ways and our system of public education must embrace those

changes...or be totally engulfed by them. Third, our future is sitting in our classrooms. The

viability of our society, the strength of our economy, the quality of our lives, the vibrancy

of our democracy, and our place in the world all depend on our system of public education.

It’s time to put the “public” back in public education. Education is far too impor-

tant to our collective future to be the sole responsibility of professional educators. We must

engage the skills, intelligence, imagination, and commitment of every stakeholder. Businesses,

colleges and universities, nonprofit agencies, legislators, parents, senior citizens, and stu-

dents must all become partners in rethinking and reshaping our system of public education

in the State of Michigan. We need to become the “movement” not the “establishment.”

This document—30 Ideas in 30 Days—is a compilation of thoughts and obser-

vations gleaned from years of experience listening to and learning from others in the

private, public and not-for-profit sectors. It is not a Democratic plan or a Republican

plan. Rather, it is a third way to engage all citizens in making Michigan a model of 

public education for the world. Some of the ideas are bolder than others. Some are

more plausible and do-able than others. Some require changes in law, some require

only imagination. Hopefully, all of them will serve as a catalyst for action and will 

signal the start of a new, cooperative, statewide effort in educational reform.

I envision a day when we are all partners in creating world-class public education

for all of Michigan’s children. And I invite you to join with me in hastening the arrival 

of that day. Together we’re better. If not us, then who? If not now, then when?

Tom Watkins

Superintendent of Public Instruction

Michigan Department of Education

“We cannot solve the problem 

with the same thinking we used to create it.”

Albert Einstein

May 30, 2001



1IDEA
Engage the Public – 
What a Unique Idea!
Involve the public in public education by improving access to the 
State Board of Education.Continue to convene monthly board meet-
ings in schools and educational facilities across the state. Consider 
new venues such as town halls, shopping malls, senior centers,
libraries, museums, parks, and businesses. We will reach out 
to all those who value public education.

Leadership Matters.
Create a National Education Leadership Development Center to recruit and 
develop a new cadre of educational leaders. Seek out participants from all
walks of life—education, business, the military, and other areas. Michigan
put the world on wheels with the automobile. Now, let’s lead the way in
developing inspired, motivated, creative leaders for public education.

3IDEA
THE FOLLOWING 30 IDEAS call on business and labor, nonprofit agencies and faith-based groups,
professional educators, legislators, senior citizens, parents, students, and Republicans, Democrats
and Independents throughout Michigan to take up the challenge of strengthening and improving
Michigan’s public schools.

PARTNERING WITH THE PUBLIC

“The foundation
of every state 
is the education
of its youth.”

Diogenes

The Ladder vs. the Hammer.
Seek opportunities to lift up public education
rather than constantly hammering it down.
Make a conscious effort to focus on the positive.
Encourage citizens to hold the media accountable
for highlighting three success stories for every
negative report on public schools. Let’s focus 
on educators who are succeeding in the face 
of adversity and replicate their success. Let’s 
develop an advertising campaign that highlights
the positives in public education.
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6IDEA5IDEA
Create an Army of Involved Parents
Parental involvement is crucial to academic 
achievement. Through a partnership of local school
districts, community organizations, foundations,
faith-based organizations, and parent-teacher 
associations, devise approaches for schooling par-
ents in how to become involved in a realistic and
constructive manner. We will give them training and
experience to help them raise student achievement.

Senior Power!
In concert with the State Office on Aging
and local senior centers we will tap the
resources of our senior population. We
will actively recruit seniors to serve as
mentors and tutors. We will focus on
attracting retirees from the teaching 
profession to return to the classroom 
as volunteers and mentors, and to staff
homework drop-in centers located in 
community service agencies. We will 
continue to encourage offering our public
schools as community gathering centers.

Community Responsibility 
vs. Community Neglect

A child not in school is a tragedy in our 
midst. As Superintendent, I will meet with sheriff and 

prosecutors’ organizations and judges, and encourage
them to strongly enforce truancy laws. We cannot just look
the other way. We must create an environment that shows 
we care about our children. We can’t sit back when we see
kids hanging out at the mall when they should be at school.
What would you do? What would you want done if your 
child was at the mall skipping school?

4IDEA
Invest in Teachers… for Student
Academic Achievement
Establish a task force of representatives from business,
higher education, teacher unions, and the community at
large to review, in depth, the issue of staff development.
Are the resources currently allocated adequate? Is there 
a correlation between advanced degrees and effective
learning? Does in-service training result in improved 
student achievement? Can we restructure incentives for
increased education and staff development to align more
closely with better academic results for our children?

7IDEA
“We can choose to
use our lives for
others to bring

about a better and
more just world

for our children.”

Caesar Chavez
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EMPOWERING 
STUDENTS

Pray for Action
Ask faith-based organizations to
dedicate time to reflect on ideas
for enhancing public education.
Tap into their energy and tradition
of service, with the goal of gener-
ating 10,000 new tutors, mentors
and volunteers in Michigan’s pub-
lic schools. We will go into places
of worship and train volunteers to
help us lift up public education.

Students as Teachers
The best way to learn and master a subject
is to teach it. Encourage upper-level stu-
dents to tutor or mentor younger children 
in their school district. The experience may
even spark an interest in teaching as a 
profession. Create a cooperative educational
and experiential opportunity for service as
a teacher’s aide.

Listening to our Customers
Who knows more about learning than students themselves?
Leverage the expertise of students by convening focus
groups to solicit their ideas on how teaching and learning
can be improved. Businesses, chambers of commerce,
health care groups, and faith-based organizations can 
serve as sponsors of these listening sessions.

BUILDING BUSINESS ALLIANCES
School to Work OR School at Work?
Promote alternatives to traditional high schools by 
creating schools attached to and integrated with leading
businesses and other employers as well as cultural and
learning institutions such as zoos, libraries, science 
centers, and museums. Steve Hamp, president of Henry
Ford Museum/Greenfield Village, and Ford 
Motor Company have created just such a  
school. If we want to connect our children 

to the world of work, let’s create 
public schools at major 

business venues.
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“We can achieve victory when we share 
a common vision and a plan for getting there.”  

Major General John Stanford
Former Superintendent, Seattle Public Schools
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Blending Business 
and Education
What is a good corporate citizen? Maybe 
it is a corporation that demonstrates 
investment in the community by sharing 
its valuable human resources? Encourage 
businesses to participate in an “executive 
on loan” program at the State Education 
Department or local school district level. Participants 
could serve as efficiency or planning experts, observers and
documentors of successful programs and new initiatives.

Walk a Mile in 
Someone Else’s Shoes
Once each quarter, arrange a two-way job
shadow between school superintendents
and principals and key executives from the
local community. The ideal outcome would
be long-term partnerships and development
of a shared responsibility for improving
public education.

G.E.T.–Get Educated Today
Engage retail mall employees to actively 
question students shopping or “hanging out”
during school hours about truancy and 
encourage them to get back to school. Develop a promotional campaign that illustrates
the value of education for display throughout the mall.

Get
Educated

Today
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LEVERAGING 
LEGISLATORS

“In the end, 
we will remember 
not the words 
of our enemies, 
but the silence 
of our friends.”  

Martin 
Luther King, Jr.
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Hit the PAUSE Button
PUSH ACADEMICS UNTIL SCHOOLING ENDS

Put a hold on the proposed income
tax rollback until the economy
rebounds. Simply pausing—not
stopping—on the phased .1% tax
cut could generate hundreds of 
millions of dollars for educational
reform. Yes, the Governor and
Legislature promised to rollback 
the income tax. They also promised
to support education and make 
children their number one priority.
There is a choice on the table.

Maintain a Solid Foundation
Protect the Foundation Grants to our schools at all costs.
Call on the Governor and state legislators to maintain their
commitment to fund a school aid budget that provides 
stability and allows school districts to plan adequately.
We also need to find new sources of money or resources to
ensure that we continue to build a foundation for student
achievement. These resources shall focus on age 0-5 
programs, staff development that is tied to student out-
comes and increasing students’ access to technology.
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do interfere with what you can do.” John Wooden

A License 
to Help
Imagine 
thousands
of Michigan 
drivers stuck
in a traffic 
jam staring  

at a license plate that encourages support 
of public education. Introduce a specialty “SUPPORT PUBLIC SCHOOLS” license plate, with
proceeds used to fund mini-grants of up to $1000 for individual teachers to augment the
cost of supplies and technology needed in the classroom.
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Lift the Cap from 16 to 18...
or Until a High School
Diploma/GED Is Earned
Repeal the statute that allows children 
to drop out or be pushed out of school at
the young age of 16. Every child belongs 
in a learning environment with appropriate
educational programs. At a minimum,
encourage kids to stay in school until 
they have mastered basic life skills. The
prison and welfare rolls are chock full 
of children that left school too early.
The State should encourage, inspire and 
mandate kids to stay in school rather 
than making it legal for them to leave 
without the education they need to live
productive lives.

State 
Government 
Leads by 
Example
Create a cadre of 
volunteers by inviting 
government employ-
ees to volunteer one

hour per week in a public school. This 
expands on the existing program that 
suggests one hour per month. In 
Florida, each state department 
adopted a public school.
Imagine the impact of adding 
200 additional hours of 
assistance at one school.

LEVERAGING 
LEGISLATORS
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We’re from Lansing and
We’re Here to Help You
Ask the Governor to direct department directors 
(Education, Community Health, Drug Control, Family
Independence Agency et al.) to collaborate on a pilot
project to work with three struggling communities. We
will hold kickoff meetings in each community as we
work with them to build successful public schools. Ask
the Governor to request that the closest state university
collaborate as a partner, providing academic and
administrative assistance.

“If we don’t
change, 

we don’t grow. 
If we can’t grow

we aren’t 
really living.”

Gail Sheehy
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ENGAGING EDUCATORS

“Honest 
disagreement 
is often a 
good sign 

of progress.”

Mahatma Ghandi

Standard & Poor’s 
Means Improvement
Support the Standard & Poor’s Report,
an objective analysis of schools. Use the 
data to promote efficiency and effectiveness 
by encouraging schools to shift dollars from business
operations to academic services.
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No Excuses
We need to be accountable for 
educating students. We will have
high academic standards for all 
our children. By engaging all  
who value education we will find 
ladders that will help children 
reach these standards. Accept the 

edict that we must educate all students—whatever their economic back-
ground, primary language or level of parental support. Ask the Department 
of Education to research and document best practices, publishing curriculum 
ideas and success stories on its web site. “It can’t be done”,
will be erased from our vocabulary. It is currently being done 
somewhere in Michigan. We will duplicate that success 
or find a way to do it even better.

East Meets West, or Educators are from Venus, 
Everyone Else is from Mars
Unite the various constituencies in public education by hosting an education innovation summit 
sponsored by the State Board of Education in partnership with others. “A Shared Vision and Common
Agenda in Support of Public Education” would engage the entire community in finding shared solutions
to enhance the quality of public schools and raise academic standards. At a venue like Greenfield
Village, participants including parents, educators, students, and representatives from business, labor,
media, government, universities and colleges, school boards, and the faith, philanthropic and fraternal
communities can came together to focus on enhancing and improving public education in Michigan.
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“Our progress 
as a nation 

can be no swifter
than our progress

in education. 
The human mind 

is our fundamental
resource.”

John F. Kennedy

Optimize Resources
Encourage the creation of a cooperative
arrangement between school districts 
with similar demographics. By sharing
administrative and academic operations,
schools can optimize resources dedicated
to teaching and learning. Emulate the 
efficiencies of automotive manufacturers
by creating an on-line purchasing system
like Covisint that optimizes economies of
scale in the purchase of office and main-
tenance equipment, books, computers,
classroom supplies, and food service items.

Teacher Recognition
Celebrate the accomplishments of top educators with 
a Teacher of the Year awards program, sponsored by a
leading business organization. The goal: to honor, uplift
and energize the teaching profession. Award recipients
meet in subsequent years to brainstorm on ideas to
enhance teaching from their frontline perspective. Also,
the State Board of Education will establish a Quality
Educator Award. Teachers will be asked to submit a
brief essay about innovative ways to improve public
education. A panel of judges comprised of community
leaders will listen as teachers present their ideas from
the podium. The most profound initiative that front
loads the excitement of learning will be chosen as the
winner. The award will be a cash stipend, underwritten
by a major business partner.
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Develop 21st Century Learning Environments
Even greater than the learning gap between rich and poor is the inequity in learn-
ing environments and technology. We have school districts with crumbling build-
ings and districts with state of the art facilities. We have districts facing declining
enrollments as well as schools bursting at the seams. Beyond bricks and mortar,
is the issue of the digital divide. In the 21st century, we need to do more than
claim victory because we have 4 computers in a classroom. That is like saying 
we had 4 pencils for 30 students to share in the 20th century. I will appoint a 
21st Century Schoolhouse Committee that will conduct a thorough review and
recommend programmatic and financial solutions by the summer of 2002.
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“Coming together
is a beginning: 

keeping together is progress; 
working together is success.”

Henry Ford

Teacher Preparation: 
Weak Link or Master Link?
Propose that the Governor convene a meeting of university
and college presidents and their deans of education to
discuss education reform and the preparedness of students.
We need to ensure that graduates have the tools they
need to teach effectively. We also need to review the 
certification process to facilitate recruitment of non-
traditional educators to allay the teacher shortage.

Redirect 
from 
Bureaucracy 
to Learning

Some of the finest professionals are in Michigan’s 
Department of Education. They are focused on high 
quality public education at the local level. Yet, we can do 
better. We are looking for a firm or university to conduct 
a top-to-bottom review to optimize operations and to 
channel every conceivable dollar into teaching and 
learning.

Maximize Learning Time
We can take advantage of the time children
spend riding the school bus by posting 
messages that teach kids about anti-
violence, the dangers of smoking and
drinking, the power of reading, etc.

Listen to the Public
There is an ancient Chinese proverb, “God gave
us two ears and one mouth so we can listen 

twice as much as we speak.”
You tell us and we will listen

and respond. Create and 
publicize an Electronic 
Suggestion Box on the 
Department of Education 

web site to continuously 
seek creative ideas 
from parents, teachers,
students, employees,
and the community  

at large. “I
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Yes!
I support Public Education!
I commit to work on Idea(s):

Additional Idea(s):
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“All mankind is divided into three classes: 
• those who are immovable 

• those who are movable
• those who move.”

Ancient Arabic Proverb”
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www.mde.state.mi.us
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“Show me how this helps teachers teach and children learn.”
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